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According to the WASHINGTON POST (06/24/87), for the first time since assuming his position
as commander-in-chief of Panama's Defense Forces in 1983, Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega was
on the defensive last week, seen in his "uncharacteristic recklessness." The general attempted
to mobilize support among leftists by accusing US conservatives of fomenting unrest to thwart
the process of turning over control of the Panama Canal to the Panamanian government by the
year 2000. "But the charge drew only lukewarm support and alienated him from Panama's most
influential business and Roman Catholic Church leaders." In the upheaval over the last two weeks,
many more Panamanians turned against the government Noriega controls than in the riots of 1984
and 1985. Until recently, the opposition had been limited mostly to right-of-center, middle-class
political parties sarcastically labeled rabiblancos, or "white tails," by the largely black working
poor. In a 1968 coup, the 20,000-troop Defense Forces seized power. Then, in 1979, widely admired
nationalist leader Gen. Omar Torrijos announced a Defense Forces "retreat" to make way for an
elected civilian president. Torrijos' popularity reached a high point when he signed the 1977 treaties
with Washington to turn over the canal to Panama by the year 2000. Torrijos was killed in a 1981
plane crash. Noriega is suspected of having rigged the May 1984 elections against veteran politician
Arnulfo Arias, who would have named a new commander-in-chief. In September 1985, Noriega
then ousted the president he installed, Nicolas Ardito Barletta, for seeking an investigation of
the murder of Hugo Spadafora, a popular figure who spoke out against Noriega. Retired colonel
Roberto Diaz Herrera, Noriega's chief of staff until he was forcibly retired June 1, has admitted that
he bribed polling place magistrates to ensure the victory of Noriega's candidate. The accusations
publicized by Diaz that Noriega was directly involved in murder and corruption cases ignited
the riots that began June 9. In a communique last week the 11 members of the Catholic Bishops
Conference called for immediate measures to establish "a real autonomy of civilian power and the
progressive return of the Defense Forces to their appropriate tasks." Noriega remained silent about
the church's statement. A government censor removed the communique from the Sunday edition
of the opposition daily LA PRENSA, the first issue of paper to be published since censorship was
imposed June 11. A radio station Noriega controls called the Panamanian archbishop a "boozer"
and a "gringo," a slang word for American. The general also encouraged the National Assembly to
level charges that nine prominent Panamanian businessmen and politicians had conspired with US
conservatives to overthrow President Eric Arturo Delvalle. All those mentioned privately denied any
plot ever existed. Three of those named lawyer Roberto Aleman, financier Federico Humbert and
banker Roberto Motta went public with their outrage, arguing that they were not even involved in
any anti-Noriega protests. The attack on some of Panama's most prosperous executives cemented
the views of many in the highest business echelons who long had cooperated with Noriega but
turned away from him with the recent disturbances. Noriega is expected to turn now for support to
his leftist political forces, primarily the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PDR), which was created
by Torrijos in 1979 as a party supporting the military. Party followers portrayed the crisis as a clash
between poor working blacks and the "white tails." They accused the middle-class opposition of
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pushing to regain the power they lost two decades ago to Torrijos and his supporters among the
poor. PRD leaders made it clear their backing this time is going to cost the government money.
In the Panama City slum of San Miguelito, rioting erupted earlier this month for the first time in
years. Worried party leaders who run the town hall there said bluntly they are demanding $1.3
million public funds immediately to create jobs and put up housing. At a June 24 hearing, the House
subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs voted unanimously to approve a resolution calling
for a democratic and civilian government in Panama, a lifting of the current state of emergency, free
and fair elections, and an investigation of the accusations against Gen. Noriega. Next, the resolution
reiterates US intentions to comply with the 1977 treaties under which the Panama Canal will be
turned over to Panama City in 1999. The resolution will now be presented for a vote by the full
House Foreign Affairs Committee.
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